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Balanced Reading
in an Early Primary Grade Classroom
BY DANIELLE

D' AMORE &

JOAN RANG

e are Michigan primary grade teachers who loop in the Brandon School District. By this we mean that
we have students during their first- and second-grade s~~ool years. We a~e particularly in_terested in _creatmg a balanced literacy program in our classrooms. Prov1dmg a balanced literacy program 1s stressed m our
building, however, how that balance is articulated is left up to the individual teacher. As new teachers, we
constantly asked ourselves two questions: What is balance? How do I create a balanced literacy program?
We began our inquiry into balance 2 years ago. In
search of answers, we attended reading conferences,
talked with colleagues and Reading Recovery teachers, and read professional literature. We learned that
balanced literacy is a concept that is ever changing in
education. Over the years more and more educators
have started to agree that there is no single approach
to teaching reading. Children need to be exposed to
a variety of experiences that promote their literacy
development. There are numerous ways to provide
children with these experiences. Educators must
look at their goals for their students and determine
which perspectives allow them to reach these goals.
Balanced literacy perspectives are abundant and as
diverse as those who create them. The purpose of this
article is to describe our intellectual journey, review
a conceptualization of balance that we located and
found particularly compelling, and share how we
have used that conceptualization to analyze, structure, and reflect on our practice.

Learning Literacy Conference presented by New
Zealand educators Judy Knott, Lesley Mayn, and
Mary McDonald. Participating in this conference
allowed us to gain an insight on reading and writing
to, with, and by oral language, phonemic awareness,
centers, and creating a literate environment. New
Zealand curriculum uses an innovative approach
that emphasizes meaning over rote drills and allows
children to learn at their own speed. The curriculum
also integrates reading with writing. In the course
of the year we became Michigan Literacy Progress
Profile Certified. In this area we became equipped
with numerous literacy assessments and some
teaching practices. As part of our graduate school
coursework, we were asked to take a look at our own
reading programs and evaluate them for balance. We
were eager to take on this challenge in hopes to find
the answers to our questions. We read widely in the
literature and located and reflected on the different
conceptualizations of balance presented.

Our intellectual journey

Common characteristics

As novice teachers we were anxious to engage
in professional development. In the fall of 2001
we had the opportunity to attend the Junior Class

Balanced perspectives, although they can vary
widely, appear to have at least three common characteristics among them. Two of the components can
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be easily determined, while the third takes a little bit
more searching. Generally when speaking of balance
there is the issue of equal weighting of something
(Fitzgerald, 1999). By doing this you make the most
of your curriculum and equally weigh the instructional strategies against it to get you there. Secondly,
there is the responsibility of choosing the method
to carry out the program (Fitzgerald, 1999). This is
the part that focuses on the teacher's role, classroom
environment, and the instructional strategies for the
program. According to Fitzgerald, the last characteristic is the most crucial and less apparent. It is the
underlying notion of what components of the reading
process or reading know ledge children should be
attaining (Fitzgerald, 1999).

only approach, but rather one perspective. Fitzgerald
strongly believes balance stems from the significant
kinds of reading knowledge that children should
have. Her balanced reading perspective identifies
three broad categories of children's knowledge as
equally important. These three areas are local know ledge, global knowledge, and affective knowledge.
Local knowledge refers to phonological and word
recognition awareness. Global knowledge includes
comprehension and meta-cognition. Lastly, affective knowledge is purely the love of reading. Very
impressed by Fitzgerald's conceptualization of
balance, we used it to analyze our classroom practice.
In the next section of our discussion, we share our
analysis.

Conceptualizations of balance

Balanced reading instruction
in our classrooms

Our reading of the literature convinced us that there
are multiple interpretations of balance that are as
diverse as the educators who share them. Michael
Pressley's definition of balanced literacy instruction
(Pressley, 2002) includes an equal amount of both
literacy skills and holistic literacy experiences.
Another example is the Four Blocks reading program
(Cunningham, Hall, & Sigmon, 1999). This program
consists of four diverse instructional methods that
work together to provide a balanced program. The
four blocks are guided reading, self-selected reading,
working with words, and writing. These are just a
few conceptualizations of balance that exist. We
took time to read and understand these and other
perspectives before finding one that we both favored.
In our experience, children need to be exposed to a
variety of opportunities that promote their literacy
development. There are numerous ways to provide
children with these experiences. Educators must look
at their goals for their students and determine which
perspective (of balance) allows them to reach their
outcomes.

Our preferred model
of balanced reading
The model we both felt suited our teaching beliefs
is that created by Jill Fitzgerald (Fitzgerald, 1999).
This conceptualization is one way to view reading
knowledge. We are not suggesting that this is the

SPRING

As Fitzgerald noted, what counts as local knowledge,
global knowledge, and affective knowledge may
look different across the grades. Thus, the first thing
we did was to identify of what local, global, and
affective knowledge would consist in our first- and
second-grade reading programs. Following, we
identified the ways in which we developed students'
knowledge in our classrooms.

Local Knowledge:
Phonological and word knowledge
We use multiple word recognition strategies to
help our students attain this knowledge., We want
students-through shared reading, working with
words, phonemic awareness activities, and reading
strategies-to develop phonological awareness, a
sight-word repertoire, knowledge of sound-symbol
relationships, knowledge of word chunks, and
decoding skills. We expect our students to be able to
use these multiple strategies and to be aware of the
appropriate strategy for each unique situation they
encounter.

• Shared Reading-Shared reading
is commonly described as the process
of the teacher and the children reading
a book together (Cunningham, Hall, &
Sigmon, 1999). Typically, shared reading
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is completed through the use of big books,
poems, enlarged charts, or overheads.
Shared reading is a teaching model that
involves the teacher reading the medium
while using a pointer to acknowledge
the print and children joining in refrains.
Shared reading is also consistent with the
idea of multiple readings. As the children
become more fluent and confident in the
text, they are strongly encouraged to read
all of the text along with the teacher.
• Working with Words-Working
with words provides children with the
chance to develop, improve, and master
phonemic and phonological awareness
skills. Cunningham, Hall, and Sigmon
( 1999) state that during this block of time
children develop letter-sound relationships,
rhyming, oral blending, oral segmentation,
and phoneme manipulation. These skills
are developed explicitly though the use
of poems, chants, rhyming books, nursery
rhymes, and phonemic games.
• Reading Strategies-Throughout a
variety of reading mediums such as shared
reading, guided reading, and read-alouds,
we teach several word recognition strategies. Children learn to get their mouth
reading, look at the picture, stretch the
word out, look at the beginning sound
(letter), and utilize the skip it strategy.

Global Knowledge
To support global knowledge development, we
instruct our students with a variety of strategies.
We use teaching practices such as guided reading,
reader response notebooks, and read-alouds to help
our students understand, interpret, and respond to
reading. We teach them comprehension strategies that
facilitate understanding of text and response. Lastly,
we strongly stress meta-cognition. We feel it is
important that students be aware of their reading and
the strategies they use and be able to independently
remedy a situation when their reading breaks down.
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• Guided Reading-In our guided
reading sessions, we work with a small
group of children, guiding them through a
reading of a text. A typical lesson includes
introduction of the text, scaffolding, teaching points, and comprehension extension
of the text. Guided reading encourages
children to use reading strategies when
problem-solving. Most importantly, guided
reading is a teaching context in which to
facilitate comprehension skills. Children
are able to talk about the text, make
inferences, check predictions, and create a
representation of the text read.
• Reader Response NotebooksReader response notebooks are a tool that
children use throughout our reading workshop. The notebook is divided into three
sections. The first section is responses to
reading. In this area the children put their
written responses to any text that they have
read. The second section is letters to the
teacher. In this part children write letters
to us about texts they've read, and we
respond in writing. Finally, the students
compose a book list consisting of books
they've read.
• Think-alouds-This is an opportunity for us to model comprehension
strategies as we think aloud while reading.
We engage in this technique in both whole
group or a small group, depending on our
classroom needs.

Affective Knowledge
The love of reading is also known as affective
knowledge. In our classrooms, we are constantly
encouraging this love of reading. We foster positive
feelings and attitudes, sustain motivation, and kindle
the desire to read.
• Read-alouds-Reading aloud is a
host to a vast amount of literacy skills that
children need to acquire in the process of
leaning to read. Most importantly, reading

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

D'AMORE & RANG

aloud gives us the chance to model enjoyment of reading to the entire class.

• Independent Reading-We think
independent reading is vital to a balanced
literacy program. Independent reading
is our daily time for students to read
self-selected print material at their level.
The opportunity to choose their reading
material fosters the desire and love of
reading. This dedicated block of time holds
numerous benefits for children. Children
may choose to read fiction and non-fiction books, posters and charts that hang
in the classroom, big books, magazines,
and browsing boxes. During free reading,
children are provided with opportunities to
use reading strategies and develop reading
behaviors.
• Book Recommendation Charts-A
book ,recommendation chart is a poster that
hangs in the classroom. Children are able
to recommend books to a friend and give
a reason for their recommendation. An
example of this chart is presented in Figure
1.

• Book Clubs-Book clubs are a way
for students to work together in small
groups and converse about a book. Our
children pick the book they would like to
read in their book club. The book clubs
first meet on Mondays. During this Monday meeting, children activate their schema
about the text and share predictions. The
students have until Friday to read the text

and come prepared to the Friday meeting
with something to share. During Friday
meeting children share their responses and
thoughts on the text and pick a new text
for the next week.
After reflecting on our teaching, we developed a
chart that illustrates knowledge, skills developed,
teaching practices, and the correlating Michigan
Benchmarks. We present this information in Tables
1-3 (pages 16-18)
As you read through the tables you will notice that
many of the teaching practices overlap in the three
knowledge areas. It's perfectly acceptable to find that
one teaching practice falls into more than one know ledge area. Table 4 (page 19) elaborates the content of
the Michigan Benchmarks listed in Tables 1-3.
Our purpose here has been to share our balanced
reading program. There is no right or wrong definition, but different ways to evaluate it. A balanced
literacy program may encompass a variety of instructional models. Balanced programs foster, explicitly
and implicitly, the love of reading and essential
skills needed to do so. Together they work to create a
strong foundation for literacy.
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Figure 1. Book Recommendation Chart
Book Title

To Whom

SPRING

From Whom
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Table 1. Local Knowledge About Reading
Abilities and Understandings Developed

Michigan Benchmarks

•

Concepts of print

EL1EE4

•

Letter/sound relations

•

Spelling patterns

•

Word families

•

Rhyme

•

Alliteration

•

Sight word vocabulary

Word recognition
activities: Wall
words and
Making words

•
•
•
•
•

Phonics
Phonograms (word families)
Blends
Digraphs
Onset and rime

EL1EE4

Phonemic
awareness
activities

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Words are segmented
Understand phonemes
Manipulate sounds
Substitute sounds
Blend sounds
Rhythm and rhyme
Sequence of sounds

EL1EE4

Guided Reading

•

Sounding words out by using phonics
knowledge
Recognizing known word parts
Using the context in which words occur

EL1EE3
EL7EE1

Teaching
Practice
Shared reading

•
•
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Table 2. Global Knowledge About Reading
Teaching
Practice

Abilities and Understandings
Developed

Michigan
Benchmarks

Shared interactive
reading
(Reading
workshop)

•
•
•
•
•
•

Developing schema
Visualization (mental images)
Inferring
Questioning
Synthesizing
Retelling

EL3EE5
EL1EE3
EL7EE1
ELl0EEl
EL10EE2

Reader response
notebooks

•
•
•
•
•

Develop individual perspectives
Explore the language of stories
Create themes
Use media of illustrations
Connect literature experiences and
life experiences

EL1EE5
EL3EE8
EL5EE1

Think-alouds and
Read-alouds

•
•

Develop metacognitive skills
Be aware of what's going on
inside their heads
Learn how to articulate their
thinking for themselves and others
Thoughtful responses
Construct meaning
Reflection

EL7EE2

•
•
•
•
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Table 3. Affective Knowledge About Reading

Teaching Practice
Read-alouds

Abilities and Understandings
Developed
•
•
•

•

Michigan
Benchmarks

Motivates kids to want to learn to
read
Extends oral language
Gives opportunities to connect
new information to what they
already know
Share the love of reading

ELlEEl

Independent silent
reading

•
•
•

Explore books of interest
Practice selecting just right text
Employ skills and strategies
learned

ELlEEl

Book
recommendation
charts

•

Encourage and motivate book
selection for others

ELlEEl
EL1EE5

Friendly letter
notebooks

•

Develop writing skills

ELlEEl
EL1EE5
EL3EE2

Book clubs

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Working together to figure out
answers to questions
Taking turns talking
Asking questions
Laughing
Re-reading parts of the book
Making connections
Inferring
Working together to understand
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Table 4.

Michigan Benchmarks
•

ELlEEl-Use reading for multiple purposes, such as enjoyment, gathering information, and learning new procedures.

•

EL1EE3-Employ multiple strategies to construct meaning, including word recognition skills, context clues, retelling, predicting, and generating questions.

•

EL1EE4-Employ multiple strategies to decode words as they construct meaning,
including the use of phonemic awareness, letter-sound associations, picture cues,
context clues, and other word recognition aids.

•

EL1EE5- Respond to the ideas and feelings generated by oral, visual, written, and
electronic texts, and share with peers.

•

EL3EE2-Explore the relationships among various components of the communication
process such as sender, message, and receiver.

•

EL3EE3-Read and write with developing fluency, speak confidently, listen and
interact appropriately, view strategically, and represent creativity.

•

EL3EE5-Employ strategies to construct meaning while reading, listening to, viewing,
or creating texts.

•

EL3EE8-Respond to the ideas or feelings generated by texts and listen to the
responses of others.

•

EL5EE I-Select, read, listen to, view, and respond thoughtfully to both classic and
contemporary texts recognized for quality and literary merit.

•

EL 7EE1-Use a combination of strategies when encountering unfamiliar texts while
constructing meaning.

•

EL 7EE2-Monitor their progress while beginning to use a variety of strategies to
overcome difficulties when constructing and conveying meaning.

•

EL 1OEE 1-Make connections between key ideas in literature and other texts and their
own lives.

•

EL 1OEE2-Demonstrate their developing literacy by using text to enhance their daily
lives.
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